


=~ - carly in the evening of Monday,
B - August 28, 1967, over one hun-
U0 . dred members of the Milwau-
kee Youth Council of the
.7 NAACP gathered at their head-
4~ ‘quarters at 1316 North 15th
T Street, picked up signs hand-
“lettered with slogans like “We Need Fair
" Housing,” and, led by Father James E.
" ‘Groppi, a white Roman Catholic priest who
" served ‘as their adviser, headed toward the
“16th Street viaduct. At about 6:3C p.m. they
. were greeted at the north end of the viaduct
' -by‘alrﬁ_ost another one hundred supporters
~and crossed over the viaduct to the nearly

s all-white south side of Milwaukee, Wisonsin.
1

_The}"é_'th:_e marchers met resistance.
On the southeast corner of South 16th
Strect -and- West National Avenue, young
" white mén.sat on the hoods of cars at Crazy
; Jlm’s Nldtbrsa holding other signs including
- one that read “Groppi~ihe Black god.” In
" +fact, ‘as fany as 8000 people, according to
'_'_.'._I\g‘I_ih'Vaukee_POlice estimates, lined the route
~on South 16th Street and then along West
- Lincoln Avenue east. to Kosciusko Park.
-'-T_he_se ‘counter-demonstrators jeered,
taunted, and cursed the young open hous-
. ing marchers.? What caused this confronta-
don?-And what were the results?
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nswering those questions involves stepping hack away
from the viaduct to look at issues and events that
@brought 1967 Milwaukee to this brink. Mention the
1960s and most audiences think in terms of multiple branches of
activity, including ant-Vietnam war protests, student unrest, and
a youth counterculture, all stemrmung from and following the
civil rights movement. In this view, the «ivil rights moveroent
came into the naticnal picture with two prormnent events. The
first is the 1954 Supreme Court decision Brown v. the Board of’
Education of Topeka, Kansas. This ruling overturned the doc-
trine of separate but equal, the standard in public education and
accommodation for over fifty years, since the Supreme Court
had issued it in 1896 in the case of Plessy v: Ferguson.

The second event credited with injtiating the modern civil
rights movement is the 19551956 Montgomery, Alabama,
bus boycott. Begun after Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat
on a city bus to a white person, the boyeott of the bug system
by Montgomery’s African American community resulted in a
Supreme Court ruling to end bus segregation in Montgomery.

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who emerged as a
leader in the Montgomery boycott, went on to become the

foremast spokesman for the civil rights movement, and, as the
subsequent years have compressed many events into a single
image, Dr. King has become the icon that signifies the civil
rights movement. Many histories of the movement end with
the 1665 Selma to Montgomery March and the subsequent
passage of the Voting Rights Bill of 1965, signed into law by
President ILyndon Johnson, August 6, 1965,

In danger of being forgotten are civil rights movements
after 1965, especially those in the North. Dr. King himself
went to Chicago in 1965 and 1966 to tackle issues of de facto
segregation. 'The Chicago freedom movement focused on the
issue of fair, or open, housing; that is, the right of citizens to
rent or own property wherever they choose, regardless of race,
color, or creed. The goal of Dr, King’s march into the all-white
Chicago suburb of Cicero was to develop momentur for leg-
islation to establish and safeguard this right.* While the cam-
palgn in Cicero may not have reached its goal, it helped to
inspire and energize local movements in the North.’

By the early 1960s in Milwaukee, the energy of national
civil rights movements had already taken hold. A local chap-
ter of the Gongress of Racial Equality (CORE) had worked
on issues of public accommodations and insensitive remarks
made by public officials. The Milwaukee United School Inte-
gration Committee (MUSIC), led by Wisconsin Assembly-
man Lloyd Barbee, protested discriminatory policies of the
Milwaukee School Board and organized school boycotts. The
Milwaukee Youth Council of the National Association of Col-
ored People (NAACP), led by Father James Groppi, had
marched at the homes of judges whe maintained member-
ships In the Fraternal Order of Eagles, which had a “whites
only” membership policy.®

Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

Father Groppi’s apen housing marchers faced counterprotesiors
who carried signs reading “God Is White” and “Father Groppi
Rest In Hell.”

Milwaukee Journal Sentinsl

Counterprotestors and curious bystanders alike faced the riot
squard that protected Father Groppi’s marchers in Kosciuszho
Park, August 28, 1967.

African Americans faced a housing crunch in Milwaukee in
the 1960s. Not onty was the African American population of the
city increasing, but available housing was also being reduced
due to urban renewal projects that included tearing down old
housing units. Often when African Americans moved beyond
the confines of exdsting black neighborhoods, they were met
with hostlity, More often, when they tried to rent or buy in such
neighhorhoods, they were twrned down altogether.”

In 1962, Alderman Vel R. Phillips, the first African Amer-
ican and the first woman elected to the city of Milwaukee
Commeoen Council, was also the first to introduce an open
housing ordinance. Fers was the sole vote in favor; thus, her
proposed legislation was voted down. Each time she
re-introduced the legislation, the results were the same.
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Late in 1966, Ronald and Norma Britton were told by the
white owner of a duplex that she couldn’t rent to them
because “what would my neighbors think?” Knowing of the
activist orientation of the Milwaukee NAACP Youth Council,
Ronald Britton, an ex-Marine recently returned from Viet-
nam, called Youth Council adviser, Father James E. Groppi
of St. Boniface Church on 1lth and Clarke Streets in Mil-
waukee’s inner core, as the largely African American central
city was then known. Father Groppi brought the issue to the
Yeuth Council who took action to support this Vietnam vet-
eran and his farnily, With the Christmas holiday approach-
ing, members of the Youth Council and Father Groppi went
to sing Christmas carols to the landiady.® Father Groppi also
telephoned Alderman Vel Phillips to ask if she’d like the sup-
port of the Youth Council in her efforts to get a fair housing
brdinance in the city of Milwaukee. Discouraged in what for
her had been a lonely battle, she welcomed their support.?

Left: Cartoonist Fred Wright addressed this open housing cartoon
to the local chapter of CORE (Congress of Racial Equality),
which had worked on issues of public accommodations and
insensitive remarks by public officials. His dedication reads,

“With best wishes for a happy ending to the good fight.”

Below: Vel Phillips and other marchers crossing the “longest

bridge in the world—from Africa to Poland,” the 16th Street

viaduet that connected Milwaukee’s predominantly African
American inner city to the Polish south side.

Ebony magazine
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he Youth Councls first step to
increase pressure on the Gommon
Council was to picket at the offices
During the open and homes of aldermen who had black

. h(fus’:"gpmtesf?’ constituents but who were voting
le.waukeep olice against the fair housing ordinance.
‘ fired tear gas

: Among the first targets was the home of
several times at . i T

crowds. Common Council president Martin
Schreiber Sr. where the Youth Council

and Father Groppi picketed June 19,

1967. During that demnonstration, when

Youth Council president Fred Bronson

and several other Youth Councl mem-

bers rang the doorbell, Schreiber

invited them ir to talk, but no agree-

ment was reached. In the next four

Milwaukee Journal Sentine{

The night of August 28, 1967, dissolved into chaos as tear gas filled the air, and the Freedom House burned.
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weeks, the Youth Council picketed at the Capitol Drive office
and nearby home of Alderman James Maslowski, whao,
because the alderman position was offidally designated as
part-time, continued to work as a real estate agent. Tuesday,
July 18, 1967, the Youth Council went to the home of Alder-
men Robert J. Dwyer, where Dwyer’s daughter reported that
her father was not home.’ When Father Groppi and the
Youth Council returned the next night, Dwyer met with Youth
Couneci president Fred Bronson. After their meeting, Bronson
told reporters that “the time spent' with Dwyer was wasted.”11

Later that week the Youth Council picketed several times at
the home of Alderman Eugene Woehrer, who lived at 600 East
Burleigh Street and represented a district with a sizzble black
constituency. The picket lines started small, no more than two
dozen people. As the picketing continued, it gained momentum
as the Youth Ceuncil marched for several blocks around the

DEM/ S

Mitwaukes Journal Senting!

A smiling young marcher wore an NAACP sweatshirt as she carried
the campaign for open housing to the south side. The youth council
raised $1200 from the sale of the shirts to aid the drive.

Woehrer neighborhood, upsetting some neighbors while others
joined in the lme. By the end of the week, according to news-
paper reports, one hundred people were on the picket line.

The Youth Council and their supporters filled the Common
Council Chambers for a meeting July 25, 1967, Alderman Vel
Phillips moved to alter the usual meeting procedure i order to
allow Father Groppi to speak on central city issues, particularly
the need for open housing. Her motion generated considerable
debate with several aldermen who objected to this unusual
move to allow someone other than an alderman tw speak at a
Common Council meeting, Alderman Norman Hundt brought
the debate to a close by noting that the Council was spending
more tme arguing about whether Father Groppi should talk
than he'd take talking. “Whether we agree with him or not, I
don’t think we are too busy to listen to him.”!2

Father Groppi argued that due to the critical housing needs
in the mner city and the lack of response from public officials,
tempers were rising. He warned of the likelthood of rioting In
Milwaukee since peacefl means of redressing grievances met
with resistance rather than success. South side Alderman
Robert Anderson was among those who questioned Groppi.
He asked, “Whe's behind this? Why doesn’t the clergy tell their
people to come out for epen housing?” Father Groppi replied,
“Alderman Anderson, for once we agree on something. But
that does not excuse your inactivity.”1?

Several days later, Anderson telephoned the office of Arch-
bishop Williarn E. Cousins, demanding that Groppi be sent to
Panama. According to news reports, “Anderson’s shouts could
be heard throughout the city clerk’s and aldermen’s offices on
the second floor of city hall and drew a crowd of aldermen and
other onlookers.” When a reporter from one of the city’s radio
and TV stations approached Anderson with a mucrophone,
“the alderman tore it from its cord.”

The potential for rioting that Father Groppi had warned
about soon became reality. July 30, 1967, police patroiling
Third Street, a main thoroughfare in the African American
community, tried breaking up a crowd of hlack teenagers
after they left a dance, but when the situation escalated, the
police notified the mayor. Mayor Maier soon put the contin-
gency plan he had developed into action. He called Governor
Warren Knowles for National Guard assistance and declared
a curfew that stayed In effect until August 9. Given these con-
ditions, Father Groppi and the Youth Council temporarily
suspended their campaign for a fair housing law.

After the curfews ended and the National Guard returned
home, the open housing campaign soon moved into its second
phase. On August 23, 1967, NAACP Youth Council Comrman-
does Prentice McKinney and Dwight Benning anmounced to
the press that the Youth Council would take its message city
wide.!® Specifically, the Youth Council Commandoes, the
direct action commitice that had also become the strategy-
planning unit for the Youth Council, would lead a march
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Father Groppt
under arrest for
his open housing

work, 1967.
Groppi would be
arrested for his
protest activities
at least nine
times.

across the Mencmonee River Valley to the south side. The
Menomonee River Valley was called Milwaukee’s “Mason-
Dixon line,” the dividing line between the black and the white
cornmunites. In fact, an old joke in Milwaukee about the Six-
teenth Street viaduct, one of the bridges that span the valley,
highlights the point: What's the longest bridge in the world?
The 16th Street viaduct—it connects Africa and Poland.

On Monday, August 28, 1967, more than one hundred
Youth Council members and supporters, flanked by Youth
Council Commandoes, proceeded from the 15th Street ree-
dom House to the 16th Street viaduct. At the north end of the
viaduct stood a contingent of members from St. Veronica
parish on the far south side, Alderman Anderson’s territory,
but also the place where Father Groppi had been assigned
fresh from ordination. They held signs reading “We South
Siders Welcome Negroes,” Theirs were the last friendly faces
the Youth Council met.}¢

At the south end of the viaduct, crowds of counter-
demonstrators were being held back from the marchers by a
line of Milwankee police officers. The marchers were able to
move past them, and past those sitting on nsed cars in the lot
at Crrazy Jim Motors. Then they advanced to the Kosciuszko
Park picnic area for which they had a picnic permit.

At the park, the Youth Council huddled around several
picnic tables. Father Groppi stood on top of a picnic table s0

WHi Image D 49043

that the marchers could see and hear him. A district park
supervisor interrupted him, shouting that a picnic permit did
not permit speeches. Father Groppi replied, “We want our
picnic area. When you enforce the taw on them,” gesturing
toward the 5000 counter demonsirators surging just beyond
the picnic area, “you can enforce it on us.”’t7 Urged by police
to return to the north side quickly before the hostile crowds
could break through police lines, Father Groppi led the
Youth Council in a short prayer, and then they began the
three mile march back to the north end of the viaduct.

On 16th Street, as the marchers approached the south end
of the viaduct, they were met by a crowd that hurled a barrage
of rocks, bottles, and garbage at them, and those who carried
picket signs held them over their heads for protection. At times
the marchers, especially those at the back of the line, had to
run. Television camera crews holding heavy film cameras ran
adlongside. As the line of marchers made its way back to the
north side, Father Groppi labeled the actions of the unruly
counter-demonstrators on the south side a “White riot.”

In his unpublished autohiography, Groppi remembered
that he tried to telephone Mayor Henry Maier to urge him to
call for the National Guard to reinforce the Milwaukee police,
the same strategy that the mayor had implemented during the
north side riot. Fair and equal treatment demanded the same
response to white rioting as to black rioting. The rights of the
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marchers to assemble and to speak for their cause, he said,
were in jeopardy. The city needed the presence of the
National Guard at this point even more than before. Groppi
also tried to call Governor Knowles, whose office said, “We
cannot send the National Guard out for just anything.”
Knowles, who was out of the state at the time, told the news-
papers that he had offered the National Guard to Maier if he
wanted it, but the mayor did not accept the governor’s offer.1$

On Tuesday, August 29, the night of the second march,
crowds on both sides swelled. Almost 13,000 counter-
demonstrators, according to a Milwaukee Sentinel estimate,
lined the south side route of the march. Youths among the
counter-demonstrators chanted “E-I-E-I-E-I-O. Father
Groppi's got to go” According to Milwaukee Sentnel
reporter Bernice Buresh, some shouted kill . ., Jall . . . kil

“That word was shouted over and over again Tuesday night

by white teenagers and white children—some no older than 7
or & years—as they ran alongside the civil rights picket line.”
At another point, Buresh saw a small boy, about three vears
old “wearing a white sweatshirt on which was lettered in
black paint, ‘Go Home, Nigger.”’lg

The police used tear gas to disperse the counter-
demonstrators. In his book City With a Chance, Milwaukee

Journal civil-rights reporter Frank Aukofer summarized what

he saw that night: “By the time the marchers reached the
safety of the viaduct, they locked like refugees from a battle.
They were dazed and bewildered, some still suffering from
the effects of tear gas that had hung in the zir, Some could
not walk and had to be carried by other marchers. Blood
streamed down the face of a young white seminarian who

had been hit by a bottle.”?"

o that night there was to be no respite when the
NAACP Youth Council members and their support-
" ers returned to the North I15th Street Freedom
House. Police reported smiper activity in the area and cor-
doned off nearby strects. They patrolled in front of the Free-
dom House with shotguns and, trying to disperse the crowd,
fired tear gas into the Ireedom House. The house burst into
{lames. Those inside scrambled out. The crowds outside
pushed backward toward the street. Flames engulfed the
hiouse, but the fire department was nowhere to be seen. Later
fire chiefs reported difficulties getting to the scene since key
thoroughfares were still clesed. Before the might was over, all

that was left of the 15th Street Freedom House was a charred
21

and crumbling frame.
In the next three days, the situation deteriorated even fur-
ther. Mayor Henry Maier issued a proclamation forbidding

Ebony mayazine

A fair housing demonstration at St. Boniface, Father Groppi’s church in Milwaukee’s inner core. Open housing protestaors
staged marches or demonstrations for 200 nights in a row in 1967.
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all night-time marches for the next 30
days. Father Groppi and the Youth
Councit had learned a year earlier dur-
ing their campaign against the mem-
bership of public officials in the
all-white Eagles Club that all their

)
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ertheless, they decided to call off the
march for Wednesday, August 30.
They gathered instead at their burned
out headquarters to meet those who
hadn’t gotten the word of the cancella-
tion and to rally on the Treedom
House property for open housing.
Alderman Phillips, who had intro-
duced a fair housing ordinance in the
Common Council multiple times,
joined them.
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unlawful and arrested over fifty

people. These arrests prompted
Father Groppi and the Youth Council
Clommandoes, to reverse their strategy. If they were going o
he arrested even when they didn't march, they may as well
march. On August 31, the crowds outside of St. Boniface
church, 2609 North 1ith Street, struggled to mzke their way
inside the church that was filled to overflowing. Dramatic
newspaper photos of the Freedorn House on fire and stories
about the arrests of the night before brought an cutpouring
of support. People of all ages from throughout the neighbor-
hood and the entire city gathered ready for the next step.
They followed Father Groppi, the Commandoes, and other
Youth Council members from the church, south on ilth
Strect toward North Avenue, heading downtown to city hall
where they wanted to see the mayor. At about 9th and North
Avenue, the police moved in and first arrested Father Groppi
and Alderman Phillips and then filled the waiting patrol wag-
ons with others marchers.

The next day the Milwaukee Journal reported that 117
adults and 17 juveniles had been arrested during the demon-
stration. Most were charged with violating the mayor’s procla-
mation and had paid $25 bail. Alderman Vel Phillips was
released without bail. In addition to the charge of violating the
mayor’s proclamation, Father Groppi was charged with resist-
ing arrest and battery and obstructing an officer. In the trial
of this case, the question of whether a defendant was entitled
to a change of venue in a misdemeanor trial became central.
Father Groppi was denied a change of venue by the lower
courts. Eventually he won the point in the U.S. Supreme

Courtesy of the author

The supporiive telegram sent by Martin Luther King Jr. to Father Groppt, September 4, 1967.

Court. But this time, County Judge Christ Seraphim set
Father Gropoi’s bail at $1000, calling Groppi a ‘repeater; and
asserting his belief that “the public has a right to be protected
from a repeater. You have to deal with crime as you would
with a disease. You have to isolate it.”?? National news media
rushed to cover the Milwaukee demonstrations following
these mass arrests. Thus the Milwaukee Open Housing Move-
ment entered a third phase, that of a national movement.

The NAACP immediately dispatched reinforcements to Mil-
waukee, including regional field director Sycdney Finley, who was
arrested with Father Groppi the next night, and regional youth
director William Hardy. Natienal Youth Director Mark Rosen-
man arrived the following day. The NAACP also put out 2 call to
its other branches to join the Milwaukee Youth Council in
marching the next weekend. As a result, the march September
10, 1967, drew over 5,000 supporters of fair housing, the largest
march to date in 1\/11’1waukec:.23 Sam Dennis, an agent with the
U.S. Department of Justice, was alsc with Father Groppl the
night of the rally at the burned out Freedom House®!

Letters of support came from longtime civil rights activists,
including the Rev. Kelly Miller Smith, pastor of the First
Baptist Church in Nashville, Tennessee, whose church was a
headquarters for the students who initiated the lunch counter
sit-ins in Nashville and who later became the founders of the
Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee. The Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King sent a telegram that included these
words of support: “What you and your courageous associates
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Mitwaukee Jou;nai Sr,;ntfne!
Father Groppi with comedian Dick Gregory, a civil rights
activist who helped with the Milwaukee demonsirations,
and Sullivan King (on Groppi’s right), one of
the original Commandoes

are doing in Milwaukee will certainly serve as a kind of mas-
sive nonviolence that we need in this turbulent period. You
are demonstrating that it is possible to be militant and pow-
erful without destroying life or property. Please know that you
have my support and my prayers.”>

Comedian and activist Dick Gregory, among the first to jomn
in the Milwaukee movement, made repeated trips to the city to
march for open housing and became part of the team that
planned strategy. Among his suggestions were ideas for eco-
nomic boycotts to put pressure on city officials. The first of these
was a bovcott of Schlitz, whose advertising slogan was “Ihe
Beer That Made Milwaukee Famous.” Another Dick Gregory
idea was to celebrate Christrnas 1967 as a “Black Christmas,”
one that involved family and community celebrations rather
than buying gifts, thus iniiating an economic boycott of cty
merchants during their key Christmas sales season. 2

Because of the publicity, many colleges, universities, televi-
sion talk shows, and other civil rights groups bombarded
Father Groppi with invitations to give public lectures. Some of
these he accepted, for example, the Kup’s Show on WBBM-
TV in Chicago where he appeared with singer Harry Bela-
fonte, Others he referred to some of the more experienced
Youth Council members. One letter from a supporter in Min-
nesota describes a conversation with Milwaukee Youth Coun-
cil member Robert (Curley) Walston after Walston spoke
there, He had been asked what he thought of Father Groppi.
Curley replied, “I love the quicksand he walks on.*

ather Groppi was invited to speak before the National

Advisary Committee on Civil Disorders. Accompany-

ing him were Commandoes Dwight Berning and James
Pierce. After recounting some of the events of the Milwaukee
demonstrations, Father Groppi concluded:

n Milwaukee we have the last test demonstrations of a non-
violent tactic, H. Rap Brown I see in East St. Louis told peo-
ple to stop singing and stop marching, stop demonstrating,
and go home and get a gun, and his reason for saying this Is
simply he has lost faith in marching and in demonstrating.

This is a constructive way of social protest. The grievances
and the anger of the black community are not only justified,
bhut this anger is good. It is a sign of fife. It has fo be chan-
neled into a constructive pattern of social action.?®

Father Groppi believed that the open housing demon-
strations in Milwaukee provided a constructive pattern for
the NAACP Youth Council members and Commandoes to
express their grievances in a way that minimized random
violence. On only onc occasion did an open housing demon-
stration involve damage done by Youth Council members;
this was in the mayor’s office September 7, 1967.2°

International publicity for Father Groppi also ensued. A
letter from Ed Hayes, a white priest at Nyamwaga Catholic
Church in Tanzania makes this point:

Dear Father Groppi, I've been hearing about your work
an the Voice of America and, as another white priest with a
black heart, I just want to thank you and to assure you that
you and your people are in my prayers these days . .. So now
that a white Catholic priest has stood up with our black
brothers in Amecrican, our presence and our message has
been made more acceptable. I thought it might encourage
you to know that your work and your love is having In some
small way, an effect in spreading the message of Christ here
in Africa. So keep up the good work and don'’t get discour-
aged—I seem to recall that Jesus, too, was accused of being a
rabble-rouser. And please offer some of your sweat and tears
for your brothers in Africa.%

As 1967 drew to a dose, the Associated Press voted Father
Groppi “Religious Newsmaker of the Year3! Locally, the Priest
Senate of the Milwaukee Roman Catholic Archdiocese urged
the “immediate passage of a city ordinance jor open occupancy
thereby making the city of Milwaukee the moral leader neces-
sary at this time to facilitate a county wide open occupancy bilt
and a more effective state open occupancy bill? Three
Lutheran district presidents, Dr. Myron C. Austinson of the
American Lutheran Church, Pastor Theodore E. Matson of the
Lutheran Church of America, and Pastor Herbert W. Baxmann
of the Lutheran Church-Missourl Synod, issued a statement
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declaring that “Christian citizens should support such legislation
as well as help to guarantee human rights to all persons in cur
community, state, and nation.”¥?

Despite focus of attention on the issue that included: the
statements of religious leaders; the accolades Father Groppi
and the Milwaukee Youth Council earned nationally; and the
ongeing nightly marches in Milwaukee where clashes with
police and/ar with counter-demonstrators continued to be a
factor in the life of the city; the Milwaukee Common Coun-
cil would go no further than to pass a bill that duplicated an
already existing state fair housing law that, in effect,
exernpted most rental units.*

But the issue had been picked up in the national press.
Senators Edward Brooke of Massachusetts and Walter Mon-
dale of Minnesota urged inclusion of a strong fair housing
provision as the Senate debated new civil rights legislation in
February 1968. Senator Mondale referred specifically to
Father Groppi and the Milwaukee marchers as he argued for
a three-phase process in the law that would eventually cover
most housing units throughout the country.*> Senator Mon-
dale wrote to Father Groppi, saying “Your contribution io
this effort, whether we are defeated or are successful, has
been most significant, and I do appreciate 16”20 Unfortu-
nately Clongress was slow to move. On March 30, 1968, fol-
lowing 200 continuous mights of marching, the Milwaukee
Youth of the NAACP announced it was ending the marches,
vowing to continue working on the issue in other ways,
though no specific strategies were announced.®” Tt was a
period for questioning: what would work?

Then, on April 4, 1968, Martin Luther King was shot and
killed. Outraged black communities erupted in violence. In
Milwaukee, the Youth Council Commandoes and Father

_Remembermg Father ]ames Gropp1

Father James Groppl is the, name that has become. synony- R
*mous, with Milwaukee's civil r|ghts movement. James Edmund =~
- Groppi wWas born November 16,1930, raised in Milwaukee’ s Bay )
'_Vlew nelghborhood and ordained i in June-1959. His: first assigr-= -t
©_ment was o, St. ‘Veronica Pansh on Miiwaukee's south side.:In""
~1963, he was transferred to St. Bonlface Parish in the heart-ofan
“African’ American comrmurity on Milwaukee's near, northside. .-
':After partimpatlng in.the 1963 march.on Washlngton and spend—-i -
ing his two-week vacatlon in-1964- workmg in the Freedom Sum-"j}_.- i
“mer F’rOjeCt in Jackson . “Mississippi, he' jOIrled the Milwaukee .

+ United: School Integratxon Committee (MUSIC). n: Spnng 1965,

'-:Z:Father Groppi:was arrested for. the first time during a- MUSIC
~action agalnst what was then a policy.of the Milwaukee' School'_:

* Board, intact busang “Under, the polic African Amerloan children

“Ahe: ne|ghborhood children who attended those schools
' j‘;'sometimes bused back to the‘inner C|ty to eat iunc

Groppt decided to respond to King’s death in a way that hon-

" ored the nonvielent philosophy of Dr. King. They organized

a march through downtown Milwaukee to a rally on the
north side. Over 15,000 people joined in that march, the

.largest in the city’s histery and one of the nation’s largest

memorial demonstrations for Martin Luther King.3®

Feeling the urgency of the nation’s mood, Congress passed
the Civil Rights Act of 1968, which included strong open
housing provisions, and on April 11, 15683, President Lyndon
Johnson signed it.*? Finally, on April 30, after 200 nights of
marching, the death of Dr. King, new elections in the city of
Milwaukee, and the passage of the federal law, Milwaukee
followed suit. The Commoen Council passed a citywide open
housing ordinance, one that went even further than the fed-
eral law. The Milwaukee ordinance covered apartment build-
ings with three or more living units, instead of five or more as
in the federal law.* The long Milwankee campaign for fair
housing thus reached its successful conclusion.

Almost a dozen years later, a retrospective article in the
Milwaukee Journal noted “Although Milwaukee experienced
civil rights activity throughout much of the quarter century
since the Brown decision, it became the object of national
attention only after a white Catholic priest rose to a leadership
position. There were those who said that the prominence
accorded to the demonstrations led by Father James E.
Groppi was, in itself, evidence of the racism that existed in
society. Regardless of the underpinnings, the Groppi Years
were what made Milwaukee famous in the Civil Rights Move-
ment,”" Today the Metropolitan Milwaukee Fair Housing
Council continues the work of monitoring compliance with
the open housing laws, the product of hard-won victories. ¥

Father Groppl became the advrsor to the Mllwaukee Youth' }
Councsl of the NAACP in 1965, He: darmed nationai attention in -

i '_August 1967.when he led. the: Youth Councnl ina two hundred- -,
-day campaEgn to secure! passage of & crtywmie open housing’
“ordinance. The initial marches’into, predomlnately white, south
:.side nelghborhoods were met by white: miobs ‘who threw rocks -
*and bottles and nearly overwhelmed the pollce ln April 1968, fol-
“lowing the assassmatlon of Martin Luther King and the passage .
- of a federal open housmg Iaw Ml!w uk e passed" stronger Iocal' '
.-open housmg measure. : 5 :

L After resigning in’ 1969 as adwser to'the __.'outh Councn Father L
.Groppl led-a -march:ig: Madlson to protest outs in, welfare. bene-.

fits. He also partlc pated in actions to. end. the’ war in, V|etnam and
- “to support Indian rights advocates 4l
-were ‘bused from: overcrowded dnner-city: schools o schoals in -
: 1_’outly|ng areas. The. |nner—C|ty children were kept segregated from_:_

'1'976 he mamed feltow -

aCtIVISt Margaret Rozga and the: couple had, three chlldren He .
dled of cancer in.1985; The W|scons1n H|stenca| Soolety main-..
~ tains his papers at the Universj i

_Research Center :

'lwaukee Area
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Milwaukee lawyer and civil rights leader Lloyd Barbee (right)

“with demonstrators outside the Milwaukee County Courthouse.
Barbee later became a member of the state assembly.
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